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THE CAMERON DIARIES 
DON DUNSTAN 
Clyde Cameron is one of the greats of the Labor 
Movement, an important, fascinating, and influential 
man who cannot be categorised; he is so uniquely 
himself there has never been his like before nor is 
there likely to be in the future. There are many of 
us who owe him much and who value him highly- as is my 
case. I cannot think of any of his close friends who 
have not at times strongly disagreed with him; it is a 
feature of his character to take views and stances 
which his friends found illogical and wrong, but that 
caused no breach in the friendship. Clyde has always 
been passionately attached to causes to the benefit of 
the common man and woman,and that attachment has been 
the central and driving force of his life. 
Clyde has never been one for regarding rules as 
important unless they suited the purposes of his 
policy. He broke rules with complete equanimity and 
admitted to doing so with disarming candour. As he 
says in his Diaries, "When a charge is not true it's 
best to treat it as a joke; when it is embarrasssingly 
true the best thing is to confess to being fallible." 
Clyde not infrequently confessed; I can recall many 
occasions in the Labor Party when anyone else doing 
what Clyde did would have aroused resentment and 
rancour, but Clyde would blithely admit his wrongdoing 
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in a way which turned aside the wrath even though we 
knew he was quite unrepentant! 
The other central character of the Cameron Diaries 
is Gough Whitlam. Equally unique, a man of enormous 
talents who in a short time achieved more of Labor's 
reform policies than any other leader of the party, 
Gough was equally cavalier about rules, but in a 
different way from Clyde. He personally felt he was 
above them, but that they should apply when necessary 
to the lesser mortals who surrounded him. Unlike 
Clyde, he could not have a disagreement with a personal 
friend without being angry,and again unlike Clyde 
thought that personal friendship and support could be 
disregarded in his pursuit of his goals. It was 
inevitable that these two characters should clash, and 
clash they did. Most of the book is about, or 
informed by that clash. It gives a fascinating, 
intriguing, at times horrifying insight into the 
machinations about policies personalities and 
positions,(to use Gough's favourite alliterative form), 
in the Federal Parliamentary Labor Party and also 
within the parties of the Coalition. 
The Diaries are more than that. Clyde has 
expanded, sometimes as a result of research, sometimes 
with hindsight, his diary notes so that frequently we 
get a lengthy account of a topic of interest to him. 
So there is a mixture of personal notes about family 
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and friends and meals and other social occasions with 
an anecdotal account of the plots and vote-getting in 
which other members of caucus obviously felt they could 
always rely on Clyde's vote against Gough, and essays 
upon policy and the history of trying to get it into 
effect. 
I personally found it particularly fascinating to 
see in detail what I had known a good deal of before -
the difference in the way in which the Federal party 
acted from that of the Parliamentary Party in South 
Australia. 
Clyde points several times in the diary to the fact 
that I gave constant loyalty to the members of the 
Ministry and the Caucus. If they did something that 
was unwise or fell into some serious error, I saw it as 
my duty to help and defend them. That made for a very 
strong and closely knit body of people. Not only did 
the Cabinet not leak information, the press could not 
get information from within the Caucus. Internal 
politics of the Labor Party, arguments about policy or 
comments upon members' prospects in ballots for 
positions were not fought out in the columns of the 
press. I bel ieved, (and still do,) that it is bad 
policy for a Leader of the party to make himself out to 
be holier than all the rest by publicly criticising a 
member or minister. I was appalled at John Cain's 
frequently caning (no pun intended) others in this way 
Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.
- his tramping of Bill Landeryou was totally without 
justification, for instance - and Clyde gives chapter 
and verse of how Gough acted similarly against members 
in his Cabinet and Caucus. What is more, he 
chronicles the intemperate behaviour of Gough in both 
those bodies. No Leader can afford to indulge himself 
in the kind of temper and foul abuse of others which 
was Gough's wont. 
Also Clyde describes the internecine and self-
serving atmosphere of a Canberra cabinet very 
graphically; recounting a talk with Ian McPhee he 
says"He seemed astonished when I explained to him that 
the measure of his success would be gauged by the 
campaign his colleagues would wage aginst him."You have 
to remain a mediocre Minister or be prepared to keep 
looking over your shoulder for the backstabbers,'I told 
him. He looked hurt when I went on to explain that 
politics is a dog-eat-dog business. Each man is for 
himself and each man is envious of another individual's 
success - even though that success may contribute to 
the overall success of the Government of which he is a 
member. A colleague's congratulations, his invitaion 
to dinner, his Christmas card or his cultivation of 
friendship rarely means that he likes you or believes 
you are a good person or a competent one. It is more 
likely to be motivated by a desire to make you think 
that he is good." 
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Clyde is absolutely frank about his own and other's 
use of the press to fight internal battles of the 
party. His own detailed information to people like 
Laurie Oaks and Alan Reid would have been inconceivable 
in the context of the State Labor Caucus. But of 
course the process was not confined to Clyde - Gough's 
staff gave material to the press about internal party 
matters and so did others in the Caucus, (though not, I 
think, Rex Connor.) 
What emerges is a picture of a party ill-disciplined 
and disloyal to an alarming degree. Now while this 
had been a feature of Canberra politics for some time, 
under Gough's leadership things got worse rather than 
better. Clyde makes it clear that Gough's policy of 
"crash through or crash" produced a feeling by other 
Ministers that they could try the same. If Gough, (as 
he frequently did,) could pursue policies which were 
without consensus or support in the party , or in some 
cases even blatantly contrary to party decisions, then 
of course other Ministers felt they could act equally 
without Cabinet approval,and pursue their own courses 
without consultation. In talking of Gough's 
announcement of something like the "unit wage" concept 
Clyde says "I do know that Gough's new proposal has not 
been considered by the Party's Federal Conference. 
I'm not opposed to the concept but I am opposed to the 
practice of the Leader setting out to pre-empt policy-
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making processes. By 'beating the gun', so to speak, 
Gough has often put the party in the position of 
having to either adopt his publicly announced policy or 
suffer the political consequnces of rebuffing its 
Leader. No fair-minded Leader would want to do that; 
and no Leader who was confident of winning Party 
acceptance of what he proposed would need to pre-empt 
his peers and rely on their decency not to force him to 
suffer humiliation of repudiation". In the event 
the Government rightly looked to be in something of a 
mess - it was. 
It surprises me, therefore, that Clyde only lists 
one reason for my not being willing to be drafted to 
Canberra, a subject he mentions on a number of 
occasions. He very generously and selflessly offered 
to resign his seat of Hindmarsh in order to allow me to 
enter the Federal Parliament on more than one occasion. 
In 1975 I was approached by members from interstate as 
well as in South Australia that I should go to Canberra 
to take over the Leadership there. True, I said' that 
since at that time we had a majority of one, (the 
Speaker, who was not a member of the party at the 
time), there would be a grave danger of losing the 
Government because we could not guarantee that we would 
in those circumstances win a bye-election for my State 
seat of Norwood. But there were other reasons, which 
I suppose did not appeal to a Federal member. The 
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reason I had entered and stayed in State politics was 
that, in terms of the delivery of Labor policies to the 
working people of this country, most of the services 
are provided by the States. The Commonwealth can 
provide the conditions and the finance, but the State 
is where it happens. Our Government in South Australia 
had been changing the face of this community for the 
better in a way that could not have been done from 
Canberra. We had a considerable program yet to 
accomplish. I believed it would be of greater 
importance in the long run to stay in South Autralia 
with the reasonable certainty of achieving policy 
results here, than to go to Canberra and spend six 
years (and in my view then and now it would have taken 
that) to put the party there back together into the 
kind of team operation that we had here, and get Labor 
back into office. From the personal point of view I 
found the atmosphere of the Federal Caucus extremely 
unattractive, and flattering as it was to be asked to 
go, there were these many reasons for me not do so, 
as well as the very strong views of my colleagues in 
the South Australian Caucus to whom I owed loyalty and 
who were against the whole idea. 
The book deals in detail with Gough's shifting Clyde 
from the Ministries of Labor and Immigration to the 
most junior portfolio. I personally cannot accept 
Clyde's argument that the Leader cannot direct changes 
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in portfolios- it is essential that the Leader has that 
power, and that has always been recognised in Labor 
Cabinets in this State. That is not to say that 
Gough's action was wise or proper; the way to get the 
policy that he wanted was to get the numbers in the 
Cabinet and Caucus. But it was certainly necessary 
for a Leader to be able to real lot portfolios at times-
Clyde cites my moving Don Simmons from Environment to 
Chief Secretary and calls it a"demotion",(which it was 
certainly not),- and in that move I had very good 
reasons, set out in my own book of memoirs, which Clyde 
has either not read or has forgotten. 
But Clyde's resentment at the way in which he was 
dealt with was justified, and this underlies the 
argument of the Diaries. It has led to Clyde's 
writing an important piece of political history in 
Australia, which should become compulsory reading for 
anyone wishing to be politically informed about this 
country. And it's a lively, fascinating book to read-
difficult to put down. 
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